many of these theologians are in one way or another developing eschatological views mindful of the German philosophies of history arising from G. W. F. Hegel and Karl Marx and, later, the context of two World Wars.
This tendency to prioritise German-language scholarship in the twentieth century is myopic in a number of ways. First, it ignores the Anglo-American developments in millennialism 2 and its marriage with the Protestant missionary enterprise. 3 Many of the pioneer Protestant missionaries such as William Carey, Robert Morrison, and Alexander Duff held a view that the 'conversion of the Heathens' would bring about Christ's millennial kingdom on earth. 4 This understanding of an earthly golden age which precedes Christ's return would later be described as postmillennialism. However, by the mid-1800s, the competing view of premillennialism would be rediscovered within Western Christianity, 5 Africa, to the Americas, and to Asia. 6 However, while they offer something useful to the broader theological discourse, it must be remembered that eschatology is largely concerned with time.
implications today and in history.
While each context gives rise to different theological responses, this essay will argue that there are shared theological themes which transcend geographic contexts due to the important role temporality offers to such discussions. By no means is this meant to be an exhaustive treatment.
But we will nevertheless be able to see themes arising across a number of indigenous Christian eschatologies based on their respective views on time: future, present, and past.
Oriented towards the Future
Perhaps the most obvious place to start thinking about Christian eschatology is to begin with the end or the eschaton. Not all eschatologies are oriented in this way. But the most well-known are most obviously future-oriented. Moreover, it is worthwhile to note that it is not only Christianity that has this future-oriented dimension. Individuals are often drawn to a sense of eschatological expectation when they lose hope in the present and seek to hasten the promises of resolve in the future.
Lamin Sanneh has argued that the advent of white Europeans in Africa resulted in socioeconomic unrest which was reinterpreted in traditional idioms of spiritual and apocalyptic significance. 7 Moreover, as white Europeans encountered these African millenarian teachings, these conditions formed the catalyst for African Christianity to evolve into new prophetic movements. Ever since missionaries working in China first encountered Hong Xiuquan, Westerners have generally been highly critical of his teachings. 12 As with Simon Kimbangu, confusion arose over whether Hong Xiuquan understood himself as a prophet or as a messiah-like figure. This was largely due to his claim to be God's son, which many believed meant that he saw himself as having equal divine status with the third person of the Triune Godhead. Rather, Hong did not claim divine status but simply believed he was called to carry out a divine mission, just like Jesus. 13 Half a century later, the increasing diversity of millennial views held by missionaries would be matched with an increasing eschatological diversity being formed on the mission field. 16 In terms of eschatology, Nee differed from other dispensationalists by teaching that only the spiritual Christians who overcame the temptations of the world would be raptured, whereas the carnal Christians would remain during the Great Tribulation. 17 Instead of two groups of Christians, Gil Seon-ju spoke of two paradises in the end times: a heavenly one and an earthly one. Whereas the heavenly paradise was reserved for those who put their trust in Jesus Christ, the earthly paradise, a restored Eden which has great similarity with the majestic paradises of Korean religiosity, was reserved for those who persevered through many trials and remained morally upright like Confucius and Buddha. 18 While both Watchman Nee and Gil Seon-ju had their own unique idiosyncrasies, unlike the case of Hong Xiuquan, the overall positive appraisal of these two men has not waned. In contrast with those who prioritised Christian piety and evangelistic fervour, Wu believed
Relevant to the Present
Chinese Christians needed to place a far greater emphasis on the social reconstruction of China. of God as stressing the importance of being involved in this world and likewise believed that eschatology must be relevant to the present. 22 Ting would eventually be drawn to the evolutionary theology of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, who saw the cosmos as constantly developing and ultimately converging in the Omega Point -the cosmic Christ. 23 Christ is Lord over history, enters into this world, and offers a glimpse of God's love to the cosmos to draw the created order towards himself. For Ting, the significance of such thinking is that the work of Christ is not limited to the select few within the Christian church. Rather, Christians and communists can work together for the enrichment of history.
In Latin America, the promise of Marxism and the reforms of Vatican II fuelled the growing priority placed on praxis by a number of Christian thinkers. One of the main exponents of Catholic liberation theology, Gustavo Gutiérrez, building on the political theologies of Jürgen Moltmann and Johann Baptist Metz, explains:
The prophets announce a kingdom of peace. But peace presupposes establishment of justice.… It presupposes the defense of the rights of the poor, punishment of the oppressors, a life free from the fear of being enslaved by others, the liberation of the oppressed. Peace, justice, love, and freedom are not private realities; they are not only internal attitudes. They are social realities, implying a historical liberation. 24 Gutiérrez argues that eschatological promises are fulfilled throughout history, not just in the end, and in a history that we can be a part of. Moreover, this outlook calls Christians to be involved in a political enterprise to reject 'an unjust and alienating social order' and 'throw themselves into the struggle for a new society'. 25 Jon Sobrino, another exponent of this movement, put it this way: 'All one need do is learn from Jesus how to live, how to be church, in the faith that the kingdom is at hand; and then, in the shadow of the approaching kingdom, how to go and transform human beings and society.' 26 The kingdom of God is best understood through the church living on earth as Jesus lived on earth -the 'imitation of Christ'.
While eschatology has been a very important theme for many Latin America Christians, it has tended to have a different emphasis when coming from Protestant thinkers. For instance, the evangelical C. René Padilla develops his understanding of Christian missions around the view within New Testament studies, promoted by George Eldon Ladd, that the kingdom of God is 'already' but 'not yet'. That is, in the first coming of Christ, eschatology has invaded history, but the kingdom of God will only be fully consummated in the age to come. For Padilla, this understanding of the kingdom has incredible ramifications for Christian missions. Like many of the figures we have discussed in this section, Padilla believes that the presence of the kingdom of God must be felt today through acts of justice and mercy. Moreover, it has universal ramifications:
The God of redemption is also the creator and judge of all humanity who wills justice and reconciliation for all. His purpose for the church, therefore, cannot be separated from his purpose for the world. The church is properly understood only when it is seen as the sign of God's universal kingdom, the firstfruits of redeemed humanity. 27 Yet he continues to explain that the universality of the gospel does not mean that all will participate in the eschatological kingdom, but that the church is called to proclaim the kingdom to all, in word and in deed. Evangelism and social responsibility are inseparable. 28 Origins in the Past
While we have focused most of our attention on the two most obvious expressions of eschatology in world Christianity, forward-looking orientations and outlooks concerned with being relevant in the present, this third and final section will briefly look at one of the least obvious themes: an interest in the past.
John S. Mbiti has argued that African thinking has a two-dimensional understanding of time: a long past and a dynamic present. 29 and disillusioned by a parousia that never seemed to be happening. 34 Instead, he argues that African Christians can benefit from a more relevant eschatology which is mindful of the role of Christ and of the sacraments. 35 These enable a convergence of time and space -the latter in terms of both physical and spiritual worlds. Moreover, it helpfully engages the living-dead in African thought with the Christian notion of the communion of saints. This last point raises important considerations to the approach of this essay. The method of systematically analysing eschatologies across three temporal themes is necessarily mechanical and is, therefore, limited. We must not forget that there is an organic nature to Christian thought and practice which tends to be less concerned with neat categorisations. Rarely are any of our subjects focused on only one aspect of time. There is something attractive in Padilla's approach to the Latin American context which embodies a tension between the present and the future, the 'already' and the 'not yet'. In his view, Christians have responsibilities for the societal community today as well as for the eschatological community tomorrow. Such an approach avoids the extremes of both. Yet we must add one more dimension by taking a step backward, if you willwe ought to consider the corporate dimension which remembers those who came before us.
This essay has hopefully offered a suggestion of how Christian eschatology has taken, and
